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Field Notes:

March 12, 2002

Let’s talk Turkey…
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
We get into a lot of serious stuff here, but that gets a little boring after a while. This is
still serious though, because for a turkey hunter turkeys are serious business. People get addicted
to lots of things, but few know better than a turkey hunter what the word addiction really means.
Good hunting spots are difficult to find these days. Sometimes it seems that the real
challenge to is just to find a place to hunt that is not covered up with other hunters. Most of us
who love the outdoors have a place to hunt, but that area may not be right for turkeys. While you
are out there waiting for that big gobbler to walk into your sights, think about some of the things
you can do to improve your turkey population.
Turkeys require three different habitats: winter, nesting, and summer-fall. They will
spend about half the year in their winter habitat which must provide a dependable food supply
and cover from bad weather. Turkey prefer about fifty percent mature hardwood forest, mainly
containing oaks that produce a good supply of acorns which are the mainstay of the their winter
diet. The will also scratch for other seeds found in openings. When these conditions are present,
turkeys should not require supplemental feeding.
Nesting areas vary, but hens usually nest around the edges of old fields and openings in
the woods, along trails, in hay fields, and in patches of briars or other unclipped areas. They also
tend to nest near a good source of water.

Summer and fall habitat consists of mowed fields, pastures, and open areas within woods.
These areas provide good quantities of seeds and insects that are needed by hens and their poults.
Turkeys prefer more woods than openings, mainly because they escape predators by
flying up out of their reach. An area with from ten to twenty percent open land should be
adequate.
Adding a source of water may by itself improve your turkey population since turkeys will
not stay in an area that does not have several good sources of water. Some authorities suggest
that a source of water should be available on about every 160 acres, but more would be better.
The shorter the distance to water, the better they like it. A big consideration is that water should
be available year-round, even during the dry months. A pond that is built for a water source can
be no more than 30 or 40 feet across, but it should be 8 feet or more deep to prevent drying up.
Food plots should only supplement natural supplies. They can be very important in years
when the acorn crop is short. Wheat is one of the best crops for food plots because it is easy to
establish, and turkeys utilize it at every stage. It provides tender green leaves through the winter
months and hens and their young will utilize the grain during the summer. Volunteer plants will
then provide green plants after frost in the fall. Areas planted to wheat also attract insects that
turkeys can feed on.
Soybeans and corn in food plots and around the edges of cultivated fields also provide
food during periods of harsh weather and in early spring before other plants are available. Fields
that are harvested normally provide enough seed because of waste, but a few plants may be left
standing. These should be knocked down to allow turkeys to feed.
Permanent food plots work well for small openings in the woods. Good plant choices
include wheat, ladino clover, and lespedeza. For best results these areas should have the soil

tested, and any needs for lime and fertilizer should be supplied. Abandoned fields, old house
sites, and other openings should be mowed after the hatch to make it easier for the poults to feed.
This area has some of the best turkey habitat to be found anywhere. Your hunting spot
may be missing something that would be fairly easy to correct. You don’t need a thousand acres
to have good turkey hunting; just a little effort may bring the big gobbler you have been looking
for. After you get everything fixed, take a kid along to make sure the addiction continues. Our
young people need the outdoors.

Is this the turkey you have been looking for?

